Show time  by Williams, Nigel
Current Biology Vol 18 No 23
R1074Features
One of the key events of the double Darwin anniversary next year has got  
under way in London, while Wallace is also celebrated close by.  
Nigel Williams reports.
Show timeDarwin’s eponymous finches from the 
Galapagos have typically taken centre 
stage in the evidence he gathered 
to develop his theory of evolution 
by natural selection, but, in a major 
new exhibition to celebrate a double 
anniversary next year, the Natural 
History Museum has highlighted 
the remains of two Galapagos 
mockingbirds.
The subtle differences in the 
plumage of the two birds, lying on a 
purple cushion, are now considered 
to be key in Charles Darwin’s 
development of the theory of evolution 
of species through natural selection.
The mockingbirds were collected 
from the Galapagos islands during 
his five-year voyage on board HMS 
Beagle in the 1830s. And now they 
are on show as part of a major 
exhibition about Darwin ahead of 
the occasions next year of 200 years 
since he was born and 150 years 
since the first publication of his key 
book: Origin of Species. It reveals a 
tenacious scientist but also a devoted 
family man distressed by losing his 
religion in the face of his scientific 
observations.
Alongside specimens brought 
back from the voyage are notebooks 
describing his earliest hunches on 
evolution, personal letters, and hairs 
from his beard recently discovered 
wrapped in tissue paper in a box kept 
by his daughter.
Darwin was a student clergyman 
when he joined HMS Beagle on its 
voyage around the world. Towards 
the end of the journey, Darwin 
collected specimens in the Galapagos 
islands, beginning in San Cristobal. 
There he saw mockingbirds that 
looked similar to those he had seen 
in South America, but on Floreana 
the mockingbirds were consistently 
different. They had darker breast 
markings, white bands on their wings, 
and longer beaks. The observation 
was Darwin’s first hint that species 
might evolve over time.
Biographers noted that Darwin 
overlooked more striking differences: the tortoises on each island showed 
distinct differences in their shell 
patterns. But, as Darwin thought the 
tortoises were recent introductions 
to the islands, they failed to rouse 
his curiosity. But the birds did.In a notebook dated March 1837, 
he wrote: “If there is the slightest 
foundation for these remarks, the 
zoology of archipelagoes will be well 
worth examining; for such facts would 
undermine the stability of species.”
Alex Gaffikin, exhibition developer 
at the museum, said: “It’s one of 
those theories that completely 
changes the way you think about the Anniversaries: Next year sees 200 years since Darwin’s birth and 150 years since the first 
publication of his Origin of Species. The dates are being used as a peg to celebrate evolution-
ary theory. (Picture: Copyright Natural History Museum.)
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it, that everything is related, it blows 
your mind as it did Darwin’s.”
On his return to England, Darwin 
spent much of his time at Down 
House in Kent in his study, which has 
been reconstructed for the exhibition. 
He had an upholstered chair fitted 
with wheels, allowing him to reach 
everything without getting up.
Pages from his personal notebook 
dated July 1838 reveal his quandary 
over whether to marry his first cousin, 
Emma Wedgewood. In favour of 
marrying he wrote ‘children’, ‘a 
friend in old age’, and ‘an object 
to be played with — better than 
a dog anyhow’. In the end, these 
outweighed the alternatives, ‘no 
children’, no one to care for’ and 
‘freedom to go where one liked’.
Emma wrote to her aunt: “He is 
the most open, transparent man  
I ever saw, and every word expresses 
his real thoughts.” When Darwin 
finally proposed, her father ‘wept 
tears of joy’.
It was at Down House that Darwin 
received the letter that shocked him 
into writing the Origin of Species. 
Alfred Wallace, a biologist 16 years 
younger than Darwin, working in now 
Indonesia, described a theory very 
similar to his own. Friends of Darwin 
brokered a deal that saw papers 
from both men read at the Linnean 
Society in London on 1st July 1858. 
The society celebrated the event 
with a special meeting on that date 
this year. In 1859, Darwin finished 
his book but was so anxious about 
how it would be received that he 
said it felt like ‘confessing to being a 
murderer.’
Together with the exhibition at the 
Natural History Museum in London, 
the museum also opened in October 
a special exhibition on Darwin 
and Wallace, with many original 
specimens and documents, at its 
building in Tring in Hertfordshire, 
40 km north of London.
“When Wallace and Darwin 
proposed their theory 150 years 
ago, it changed the way scientists 
thought about life on earth,” said 
Paul Kitching, manager of the Tring 
museum. “So it is a real privilege 
to be able to showcase these 
documents and specimens collected 
by both men at Tring,” he said. It’s 
also nice to commemorate the work 
of Wallace, who lived in Hertfordshire, 
he says.Insights: A display of beetles collected by Alfred Russel Wallace on display at an exhibition of 
his evolutionary work at the Natural History Museum Tring, outside London. (Picture: Copyright 
Natural History Museum.)Letters by Wallace on display at 
Tring included the letter he wrote 
to J.D. Hooker, thanking him for 
the announcement of his own and 
Darwin’s theories at the famous 
Linnean Society meeting that Darwin’s 
friends had schemed. But this letter 
transferred to the London exhibition 
when it opened last month.
And it is hoped the new London 
exhibition, with its highlights of 
the mockingbirds, will help a very 
practical project in the Galapagos.
The mockingbird on Floreana 
became extinct there within a few 
decades of Darwin’s visit as a result 
of the arrival of rats, pigs and feral 
cats. It now survives only in two 
isolated populations on the islets 
of Champion and Gardener-by-
Floreana. Scientists believe these tiny 
remnant populations could disappear 
in the next drought or famine, and 
that is why the species is now on 
the critically endangered ‘red list’ 
of the International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature. But there is 
now a bold plan to reintroduce them 
onto Floreana.
Many of the feral animals 
introduced over the years have been 
culled or eradicated so effectively that 
in parts of the island ground-nesting 
petrels have returned to breed.High rainfall in recent years has 
seen an increase in the population 
of mockingbirds on the two islets, 
raising hopes that some birds could 
be returned to the main island to 
breed, says zoologist Paquita Hoeck, 
at Zurich University, who is working 
on the project.
And DNA extracted from the 
footpad of the specimen collected by 
Darwin on display in London is being 
used in comparison with material 
extracted from living birds. The 
London bird is the “only specimen 
that can indicate the genetic 
make- up of the original population 
on Floreana at the time of Darwin,” 
she says.
But funds are needed and the 
Galapagos Conservation Trust and 
the Charles Darwin Foundation have 
launched an appeal for $100,000 to 
begin the reintroduction programme 
next year.
And the new exhibition highlighting 
the mockingbirds’ role in Darwin’s 
thinking may be just the boost the 
project needs.
Darwin: The Natural History Museum, 
Cromwell Road, London SW7 (www.
nhm.ac.uk). Open until 19th April 2009.
Wallace, Darwin and Evolution at 
Tring. Open until 18th January 2009.
